New Zealand is often seen as a climate leader on the international stage, but the reality of its action so far is complex.

New Zealand was lauded last year for its strong ambition when it passed a bill to reach net zero emissions by 2050, and its electricity has been largely renewable for decades.

However, the country has stalled on action to cut emissions in other major emitting sectors such as transport and agriculture, instead using commercial forestry offsets to meet climate goals.

"The reality is that for whatever reason, nothing much had been achieved over the previous 20 or 30 years", says Professor James Renwick, a climate scientist at Victoria University of Wellington and member of the [Climate Change Commission](https://www.climatecommission.govt.nz/#who-we-are){#interrefs10}, an independent body set up to advise the government on how to meet its 2050 goal.

Renwick says he would like to think New Zealand could become a world leader in green technology, green policy, and green economics. "We\'re not really seeing it at all yet, but there\'s no reason why New Zealand couldn\'t be", he says.

Net zero {#cesec10}
========

New Zealand\'s new law is a framework act similar to the UK\'s 2008 climate change act: it sets long term goals and a system to cut emissions, but does not prescribe specific policies to achieve these.

Cindy Baxter, a climate expert who works for Climate Action Tracker (CAT), says it is "fantastic" that the zero climate act framework has been passed, but warns New Zealand still needs to implement the hard policies needed to actually cut emissions. "There\'s going to be a lot of hurt and heartache to actually bring our emissions down in New Zealand."

The act was passed with a broad cross-party consensus, an encouraging sign for its longevity. "There are some really good things in there and it\'s notable that 119 of 120 MPs voted for it", says David Tong, senior campaigner at Oil Change International.

But the new act does not actually promise to reduce all emissions to net zero by 2050. It excludes methane released from the agriculture and waste sector---a hefty chunk of New Zealand\'s emissions which is covered in a separate target of a 27--47% cut below 2017 levels by 2050.

"The exclusion of methane \[in the net zero target\] is kind of a big deal because it\'s 50% of the country\'s inventory", says Katie Ross, an associate at the World Resources Institute (WRI). "They will be reducing methane emissions from agriculture at a much slower rate as opposed to the other greenhouse gas emissions."

Most of New Zealand\'s methane emissions come from its enormous animal product industry. Concentrated dairy is the [country\'s largest export](https://oec.world/en/profile/country/nzl/){#interrefs20}, followed by sheep and goat meat and butter.

"The agriculture industry is very big lobby here", says Baxter, noting that the government had planned to bring agriculture into the country\'s emissions trading system (ETS), but ended up giving it 5 years\' grace to come up with its own plan. "Our dairy industry has gone through the roof in the last 10--15 years."

In April, New Zealand disappointed expectations on countries to increase the ambition of their UN climate pledges when it announced it would stick with its current 2030 climate targets for the time being.

This [target](https://www.mfe.govt.nz/climate-change/climate-change-and-government/emissions-reduction-targets/about-our-emissions){#interrefs30}, which promises to cut emissions 30% below 2005 levels by 2030, was assessed by CAT as "insufficient" in meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement. CAT also noted that New Zealand is currently off track on policies needed to meet the target.

However, New Zealand has asked its newly established climate change commission to assess whether the country should increase the goal to be compatible with the global temperature limit of 1·5°C set out in the Paris Agreement. These recommendations are expected in May 2021.

"We\'re doing our homework late and there\'s a worry that New Zealand could set a precedent or provide an excuse for other countries to not update their NDC \[nationally determined contribution---a UN climate pledge\] this year, which is bad", says Tong. "However, practically, I think this is the best process for New Zealand\'s target. Anything that New Zealand submitted as a change to its target this year would have been weak."

Offsetting with trees {#cesec20}
=====================

New Zealand has historically leaned heavily on forestry offsets to "cut" its emissions, with the sector acting as a carbon sink to offset an average 40% of emissions from other sectors between 1990 and 2017. The new act will also allow emissions to be offset using forestry credits.
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There have long been [criticisms](https://www.climatechangenews.com/2016/11/01/new-zealand-using-pine-forests-to-cook-its-carbon-books-study-finds/){#interrefs40} of this approach, with some accusing New Zealand of hiding rising emissions using "creative accounting". Excluding land use and forestry, New Zealand\'s [emissions](https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/new-zealand/current-policy-projections/){#interrefs50} in 2017 had increased by 23% since 1990. Transport emissions, for example, are [projected](https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/new-zealand/current-policy-projections/){#interrefs60} to continue growing at least until 2030 and there are currently no efficiency nor emissions standards for passenger vehicles.

Simon Upton, a former environment minister of New Zealand and now its independent parliamentary commissioner for the environment, was among those who set New Zealand down the path of reliance on forestry offsets, thinking it would buy the country time to begin making cuts in other sectors. "New Zealand has not used its time", he says, noting that CO~2~ emissions have been "rising all the way through".

"What I\'ve learned over the last 25 years is that it is simply not a legitimate or sensible trade to see those forests as an offset for burning coal, oil and gas", he says. "We\'ve got to go to electric vehicles, we\'ve got to go to electricity rather than fossil, we\'ve got to go to renewables. There\'s no alternative. And we can."

Upton last year released an [in-depth report](https://www.pce.parliament.nz/publications/farms-forests-and-fossil-fuels-the-next-great-landscape-transformation){#interrefs70} recommending that forestry offsets should only be used for biological sources of greenhouse gases in New Zealand, not fossil sources. "It really raises a big question mark about the approach New Zealand\'s taking", he says. "In the case of fossil \[sources\], we are adding something that\'s never been there, which is going to have a residence time in thousands of years."

To be able to offset this with trees, he says, requires guaranteeing the standing stock of carbon in those trees will be maintained over thousands of years---all in the face of the impacts of climatic change itself, new bugs and diseases, and the risk of forest fire.

"There\'s so many risks around maintaining stocks of standing carbon", he says. "To say that you can do this for millennia, as an offset to stuff that you\'re putting out this year is in my view, an extremely high risk trade. Don\'t say we\'ve solved the fossil problem by planting trees."

Looking to the future {#cesec30}
=====================

Despite these criticisms, however, in recent years New Zealand has significantly stepped up on climate change in some areas.

It made a strong statement in 2018, for example, when it [banned](https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/117556303/nzs-oil-and-gas-exploration-ban-a-role-model-in-climate-change-report){#interrefs80} all new offFshore oil exploration, after a long campaign from Greenpeace and Māori Indigenous groups. "That carries real weight from an international negotiating point of view, if you can persuade other countries to do it", says Upton.

It has also set about changing a [controversial law](https://climate-laws.org/cclow/geographies/new-zealand/laws/resource-management-energy-and-climate-change-amendment-act-2004){#interrefs90} which for more than a decade has essentially ruled out the ability for any authorities to take climate change into account when considering major projects.

The current cabinet under prime minister Jacinda Ardern has also pledged to ensure all policies are looked at through a climate lens. Some are concerned, however, that the current emphasis on post-pandemic recovery [could neglect environmental concerns](https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/political/415728/greens-raise-concerns-about-planned-law-to-fast-track-resource-consents){#interrefs100}. "It\'s really important that governments don\'t sacrifice long-term prosperity and long-term safety for short-term stimulus", says Tong.

The government has also [pledged to plant one billion trees](https://www.mpi.govt.nz/funding-and-programmes/forestry/one-billion-trees-programme/about-the-one-billion-trees-programme/){#interrefs110} over the next 8 years, including both plantation tree crops and permanent forests made up of native tree species. While there are mixed opinions around the virtues of commercial pine forests and their use as offsets, most agree that increased planting of native tree species is an important part of the picture in New Zealand---a country that has seen [huge amounts of deforestation](https://teara.govt.nz/en/interactive/11674/deforestation-of-new-zealand){#interrefs120} historically.

New Zealand has sparked international interest in recent months for its strong science-based [action on COVID-19](https://covid19.govt.nz/alert-system/covid-19-alert-system/){#interrefs130}, implementing mandatory quarantines for all visitors followed by a country-wide lockdown.

"That\'s been great to see just how much reliance has been put on the medical science", says Renwick. "It\'s an interesting lesson for the country and the world, the need to rely on the science around the pandemic and how to respond to it. Hopefully that flows through to other science based policymaking."

New Zealand certainly has the rhetoric on climate change, but if it is to genuinely achieve net zero emissions, it needs to back this up with solid policies to cut emissions across its economy, and fast.

"We\'re the poster child for the whole argument that the longer you delay action on climate, the more it\'s going to cost you", says Baxter. "That is now coming back to bite New Zealand."
